There has been much confusion as to the precise date of this portrait. Peale, in a letter of two years after the event, says that it had been taken "on the march to the battle of Germantown." And long afterward, in a testimonial to the merits of Rembrandt Peale's idealized Washington of 1823, he wrote that during the sitting Washington "received dispatches communicating the surrender of Burgoyne." This part of the story Rembrandt Peale loved to repeat in later years, adding colorful detail and sometimes substituting the surrender of Cornwallis.
Germantown was fought on October 4, 1777.
Washington received the news of Burgoyne's surrender on October 18. But go back to September 28, for then we know that the painter was at headquarters. It was at Pennypacker's Mills, west of Philadelphia, a Sunday, and the army was resting on its march to Germantown. And here a dispatch rider from the north arrived with news of the first battle of Saratoga. It was hailed as a triumph, the troops marched out on parade with rolling drums, a salute of thirteen cannon, and a gill of rum to every man.
Headquarters here was in the big, well-furnished mansion of the miller. Rembrandt Peale's humble "New Jersey farmhouse," with the painter in the only chair and his subject sitting on the edge of a bed, is absurd, and yet his description of Colonel Tilghman's entrance with the dispatch rings true-how Washington blurted out the news and showed the paper to his aide "but instantly took it back, apparently from a conviction of the impropriety of showing an unread paper to a subordinate officer. He continued the sitting with a calm and satisfied air."
Peale painted at least one replica of this miniature, made a small mezzotint from it, of which no impression is now known, and modeled a bust in clay, which may possibly be that shown in the background of the Goldsborough family group, owned by Mr. and Mrs. Robert G. Here is the only occasion on which a contemporary bears out the recurrent story of a gift portrait from Washington. Captain McFaden, a solid citizen and a neighbor, may easily have been acquainted with Washington, may have asked and received permission to hang the President's portrait in his parlor and considered this exchange of courtesies in the light of a presentation. Such a personal connection would date the picture before Washington's retirement from the presidency in March 1797.
We may guess, at least, that the Museum's picture may be the copy which "friend Peale" made from the borrowed painting. McFaden's second wife was Sarah Lee, sister of William Lee, Gloucester County, New Jersey, people. The Museum's portrait came from Samuel Lee, who is said to have bought it from "Peale"-and though the relationship of Samuel to William and Sarah is not known, a further connection is suggested. Since Charles Willson and James Peale had painted Washington many times before in uniform, the identity of "friend Peale" himself is narrowed down to Raphaelle or Rembrandt. We have enough of Rembrandt's contemporary work to acquit him. This careless, vigorous, cheap workmanship is characteristic rather of the elder brother. Raphaelle, never in close sympathy with his father as Rembrandt was, would have been the one to copy the print rather than take down the painting from the gallery wall and do his job under the parental eye. And Raphaelle, rather than the prim Rembrandt, would have been more likely to have grown into an "old friend" of the roughand-ready captain. Speculating from so odd a document, we cannot hope to stand upon firm ground. But the evidence, such as it is, points to these two pictures, Mr. Green's painting and the one in the Museum, as the earliest known works of Raphaelle Peale.
